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In preparation for November municipal elections, Nicaragua's election council (Consejo Supremo
Electoral, CSE) rejected the petitions for registration from four opposition parties while approving
the questionable authenticity of the governing party's petition. These and other CSE actions have
convinced many opposition leaders that the CSE has been politicized by the two major parties and is
systematically forging a two-party power-sharing system.
The newly reformed CSE is undergoing what one of its former magistrates called "a crisis of
credibility." Rosa Marina Zelaya made the comment to Notimex in June after an opinion poll
indicated low public confidence in the country's electoral authority. The poll, carried out by the
nongovernmental group Etica y Transparencia (ET), showed that 66.8% of respondents had no
confidence in the CSE.
In 1995, the National Assembly pushed through massive reforms of the 1987 Constitution that
included changes in the electoral system (see NotiSur, 1995-12-15). Many of the electoral reforms
were well-received, such as public financing of campaigns and a runoff election for the top two
presidential contenders.
While the changes did not appear to politicize the CSE, its president, Mariano Fiallos, resigned in
January 1996. He cited as his reasons ambiguities in the reforms and the lack of money to carry out
new duties such as holding the runoff and paying the cost of allowing Nicaraguans abroad to vote
(see NotiSur, 1996-03-08).
The changes in 1999 that politicized the CSE were products of the power-sharing pacts between
the governing Partido Liberal Constitucionalista (PLC) and the opposition Frente Sandinista de
Liberacion Nacional (FSLN). The most glaring example of exclusionary power-sharing was the
reform increasing the number of seats on the CSE from five to seven and splitting them between the
two major parties (see NotiCen, 1999-12-23).
Since the reforms, the CSE has experienced internal strains. In March, CSE secretary-general
Jorge Tellez Campos fired the directors of the voter-registration department and the department
of mapping and statistics in the midst of preparing for the November municipal elections. Tellez
explained that the CSE was undergoing "restructuring."
But the daily El Nuevo Diario quoted sources close to the CSE as saying the move was to pave the
way for cutting opposition parties out of the election. Zelaya said the firings were unconstitutional
because, as a collegial body, the other magistrates should have been consulted. "Who told the
secretary-general to do this?" asked Zelaya.
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Tellez would not say who ordered the firings. Press speculation was that CSE president Roberto
Rivas and magistrate Silvio Americo Calderon made the decision. But Calderon denied any part in
the decision, leaving only Rivas.
In early July, CSE magistrates Zelaya and Cyril Omier were forced out under another reform
measure that cut one year off the magistrates' terms. Their suit challenging the change was turned
aside by the Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ). The most disputed changes were the new rules
governing party organization and registration.
The reforms eliminated the parties of "popular subscription," which could spring up in support of
a particular candidate without going through complex bureaucratic procedures. Now, new parties
must submit to a CSE review of their internal structure and must organize local directorates in all
municipalities a requirement that could easily exhaust the financial resources of the smaller parties.
To gain CSE recognition as a legal party, they must collect a number of signatures equal to 3% of the
registered voters in the previous election.
Parties that do not participate in an election lose their registration as do parties that capture less
than 4% of the vote in any election. In both cases, they may not register again for four years.

Petitions lead to complaints of tampering
Early in March, the PLC raced to get signatures on its petition from government employees. A
memorandum from the government's Empresa Portuaria Nacional (ENAP) asked all workers to turn
in a copy of their voter-registration cards before March 10. Critics said the party was using its links
to government to sign up captive public workers before they could sign petitions for other parties.
However, Rivas said the memorandum only showed ENAP's interest in seeing that everyone had a
voter-registration document.
Noel Vidaurre, head of the Partido Conservador (PC), said the PLC did not actually solicit all the
signatures but simply copied many of the names from the voter-registration rolls. In June, the
smaller parties cried foul when the CSE appeared to be helping the PLC reach its required number
of signatures. Having found in a sample that half the signatures on the PLC's petition were invalid,
the CSE adopted a verification system that allowed the party to meet the requirement. Opponents
charged the CSE was violating its own rules to favor the governing party. But CSE officials said the
same verification system would be used with all other parties, and insisted the system was scientific.
Also in June, Joaquin Cuadra, the presumed presidential candidate for the 2001 election for the
Movimiento de Unidad Nacional (MUN), attacked the CSE for mishandling petitions for the thirdforce coalition working to gain official party status. He said the reforms "do not allow for healthy,
democratic competition" (see NotiCen, 2000-06-29). Despite the complaints, most of the parties
accepted the system of verification.
But a new round of protests began in July when the CSE issued the final results of its verification,
disqualifying petitions from the Movimiento de Renovacion Sandinista (MRS), Partido Liberal
Nacionalista, Movimiento de Unidad Cristiana (MUC), and Movimiento de Salvacion Liberal
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(MSL). This leaves the PLC, FSLN, Camino Cristiano, PC, Partido Indigena Multietnico (PIN),
and YATAMA, an indigenous party of the Caribbean coast. The certification of the PC's petition
seemed suspicious. Sources who witnessed the verification process said the party had only 88% of
the needed signatures in a preliminary count. Two hours later it had more than 95%.
Rumors surfaced that, between the two counts, a telephone call came from the World Bank urging
the party's certification. The supposition was that donor countries pressured the CSE to make
the election more palatable to the international community by including more small parties. The
announcement that four parties were disqualified brought out demonstrators who besieged the CSE
headquarters. Anti-riot police surrounded the building and turned back groups of militants from
various offended parties.
Carlos Tunnermann, president of ET, said that the number of signatures required was excessive and
that the CSE reforms needed to be corrected before the 2001 election. He also said the CSE system
fails to meet the governability demands of the donor countries. Presidents of the excluded parties
are considering forging an alliance.
One strategy is for them to support the PC against the "pactista" parties responsible for the CSE
reforms. In late July, MRS leaders decided to bypass the November elections, ally the party with
Cuadra's new MUN, and look to the 2001 general elections.

Donors are watching the elections
The daily La Prensa cited a diplomatic source as saying the donor nations would postpone
consideration of Nicaragua's inclusion in the World Bank's Initiative for Heavily Indebted Poor
Countries (HIPC) if the November elections did not show improvements in governability and
transparency. Nicaragua agreed to the improvements at meetings with the Grupo Consultivo
para la Reconstruccion de Centroamerica in Stockholm in 1999 and again this year in Washington.
The group's representatives (Group of Five) monitoring Nicaragua have not decided whether
they approve of the CSE's exclusion of the four parties, but the Grupo Consultivo has previously
criticized the electoral reforms.
The emerging thesis of the excluded opposition is that President Arnoldo Aleman already seen
by some as an elected dictator is plotting with former President Daniel Ortega's FSLN to force the
country into a two-party system, and the proof, they say, is in the battle for Managua.

Focus of election is on Managua
Ermis Morales of MRS said, "The PLC and the FSLN intend to divide the voters so that the
contest for the mayoralty of Managua will be between the captive voters of these two parties, with
everything controlled by the Consejo Supremo Electoral." In the contest, the Sandinistas claim the
PLC is also enlisting the help of the Assembly to put Carlos Guadamuz in the race.
In October 1999, Guadamuz, a former Sandinista, was convicted on charges stemming from a scuffle
in Managua's municipal council. Because of the conviction, he lost his political rights. Later, the
FSLN kicked Guadamuz out of the party for his unflattering remarks about Sandinistas, whom he
called "pigs, traitors, and Somocistas." Guadamuz is now the registered mayoral candidate for the
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evangelical Camino Cristiano. In a move that some observers say will kill PLC-FSLN cooperation
by pact, Liberals in the Assembly voted to restore Guadamuz's political rights, effective July 12.
Sandinistas said the Liberals' purpose in restoring Guadamuz's rights was to allow him to run for
mayor and siphon off votes that would go to FSLN mayoral candidate Herty Lewites. [Sources:
Spanish News Service EFE, 07/06/00, 07/14/00; El Nuevo Diario (Nicaragua), 02/25/00, 03/15/00,
06/19/00, 06/21/00, 07/09/00, 07/17/00; Notimex, 06/20/00, 07/04/00, 07/18/00; La Prensa (Nicaragua),
07/19/00, 07/20/00, 07/24/00]
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